The outcome of the 2018 midterm congressional election is important to the future of health care in the United States. Since 1994, the division between those who identify as Republicans and those who identify as Democrats has grown on a range of domestic policy issues, including many major health care topics.
1,2 These farreaching differences in policy preferences are increasingly reflected in the congressional voting patterns of members from both parties, particularly in the House of Representatives.
Votes in Congress tend to reflect the views of their party loyalists, particularly those who are activists, rather than the views held by the general populace. 3 In addition, the health agenda of the next Congress will be affected not only by which party is in the majority but also by how salient specific health issues were in deciding the outcome of the midterm elections. Topranked issues are often given a higher priority for action by leaders of the next Congress.
In discussing voters' views on the upcoming midterm elections, it is important to recognize that on the basis of past voting trends, half or more of the general public will not vote. 4 Thus, this review of polls focuses on the views of those who identify themselves in surveys as likely or registered voters. At this time, polls of registered voters show unusually high interest in the election. 5 Research indicates that the first midterm congressional election of a new president's term often serves as a referendum on the actions the president has taken on a range of national issues during the first 2 years in office. 6 Often, a few national issues become top priorities when voters cast their ballots for members of Congress. These issues, in turn, are likely to become an important focus for those who are elected.
This review of 19 polls of likely or registered voters examines the role played by the possible referendum on President Donald Trump's overall performance, the importance of health care as a voting issue, the importance of specific health care issues for voters who identify health care as extremely important in their vote choice, voters' values and beliefs about the future role of the federal government in health care, and voters' views on the critical health care issues that are likely to be considered in the next Congress. The sample sizes of likely or registered voters for the polls cited in this article range from 419 to 1201. The margin of sampling error ranges from 3.3 to 7.0 percentage points at the 95% confidence level.
Voting for Congress a s a Referendum on Trump
As shown in Table 1 , poll results in 2018 suggest that for a majority of likely voters (66%), at least one reason for their vote for a congressional candidate will be to express support for or opposition to Trump and his policies. 11 This overall figure -nearly two thirds of likely voters -is higher than any found for the four previous midterm congressional elections. The proportion of likely voters saying that their vote will express opposition to the president (38%) is also higher than in 2002, 2006, 2010, or 2014. 7-11 These findings suggest that the 2018 congressional election is about more than individual policy issues; many voters plan to express an overall judgment about Trump's first 2 years in office.
On a more general level, as the time of the election approaches, a majority (55%) of registered voters say that they disapprove of Trump's handling of health care, while 37% approve. 12 Similarly, when asked which political party can do a better job handling health care, a majority of registered voters (53%) say the Democratic Party, while 36% say the Republican Party. 13 
Top Issues in the Elec tion
As the 2018 congressional election approaches, no single issue dominates the campaigns; instead, voters cite multiple issues as priorities. Likely voters were given a list of 15 national issues that are widely covered by the media and were asked to rate the importance that each issue would have in their vote choice for Congress. Focusing on the proportion that considered each issue to be extremely important, shown in Table 2, the results indicate a statistical tie among the top five issues -that is, all five are within the margin of sampling error of the poll: health care, gun policy, Supreme Court nominees, the economy and jobs, and education. Every other issue on the list was seen as extremely important by at least one in five likely voters.
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Looking at Republican and Democratic likely voters presents a different picture, however. The top priorities of Republican likely voters are terrorism, the economy and jobs, gun policy, immigration, and taxes. Among Democrats, the top five priorities are health care, education, Supreme Court nominees, the environment and climate change, and gun policy. For Democrats, health care is clearly the highest-ranked congressional voting issue in 2018, with a majority of likely voters saying it is extremely important to their vote.
In a similar poll, which uses a slightly different question to ask registered voters about the importance of an extensive list of issues in their congressional vote decision, the top five issues are Supreme Court appointments, health care, the economy, gun policy, and Medicare. Once again, no single issue dominates. 11 † The list of issues included the economy and jobs, health care, abortion, taxes, foreign policy, the environment and climate change, Supreme Court nominees, gun policy, opioid and drug abuse, trade and tariffs, immigration, the federal budget deficit, education, terrorism, and poverty. health issues that have been featured prominently in the media and asked how important each would be in their vote choice. As shown in Figure 1 , the top 4 health care issues, ranked according to the proportion of voters who said they are extremely important, are protecting health insurance coverage for those with preexisting conditions, lowering the overall cost of health care, making sure Medicare benefits are not cut back, and making sure people do not lose their health insurance coverage. 11 Once again, Republican and Democratic health care voters rank their top issues differently. Among Republicans, three quarters (75%) say that lowering the overall cost of health care will be extremely important to their vote for Congress. Three other health care issues are cited as being extremely important by a majority of Republican health care voters: protecting coverage for those with preexisting conditions (60%), protecting Medicare benefits (56%), and lowering prescription drug prices (56%). The top four issues for Democrats, each cited as extremely important by at least three fourths of voters, are protecting coverage for those with preexisting conditions (82%), making sure people do not lose their health insurance coverage (78%), protecting Medicare benefits (77%), and making sure low-income people do not lose their Medicaid coverage (77%).

Values and Beliefs of Likely Voters
Voters' responses to specific national policy issues are often shaped by their overall beliefs. When it comes to health care, two general questions about the appropriate role of the federal government in health care help capture these views. The first asks whether the federal government should play a major role in making the health care system work better. As shown in Table 3 , although 59% of likely voters overall believe that the federal government should play a major role, there are large partisan differences. Only 37% of Republican likely voters believe that the federal government should play a major role, as compared with 83% of Democratic likely voters. The second question is whether it is the responsibility of the federal government to make sure that all Americans have health insurance coverage. Once again, this question illuminates deep divisions between party loyalists: 54% of overall likely voters say that this is the responsibility of the federal government; however, only 21% of Republican likely voters believe that it is, as compared with 88% of Democratic likely voters.
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Voters and Future P olic y Issues A number of health policy issues are likely to emerge in the next Congress, and the nature of congressional activity related to health care will probably be influenced by the views of voters in general and those of party loyalists. When it comes to the future of the Affordable Care Act (ACA), slightly more than half of likely voters (51%) have a favorable view of the law, and the same proportion wants the ACA to remain in place. 11, 15 The approval rating of the ACA among likely voters is nearly identical to the 50% found among the general public. 24 However, partisan differences with regard to these two issues are very large: 82% of Republican likely voters have an unfavorable view of the ACA, and 85% support repealing the law. Among Democratic likely voters, the proportions are 9% and 11%, respectively. 11, 15 When it comes to other health insurance policy issues introduced by the Trump administration, voters' responses are mixed. At the beginning of August, the Trump administration passed a final rule that expands the availability of health plans that cover fewer benefits and offer fewer protections for people with preexisting conditions than the plans under the ACA. Likely voters were told about these plans and that they are typically less expensive for younger and healthier people but may result in higher premiums for older and sicker people. More than 6 in 10 likely voters (62%) say they oppose allowing insurers to sell these plans, whereas 29% say they support it. Republican voters are split (48% favor, 39% oppose), and 83% of Democratic likely voters are opposed. 11 In terms of the proposals by the administration to increase restrictions on Medicaid coverage for low-income people, health care voters named it the lowest priority among the issues offered to them. The specific issue of work requirements for certain Medicaid recipients, however, drew support from a majority of registered voters (73%), including 86% of Republican and 63% of Democratic registered voters. 16 This election cycle has seen a number of Democratic congressional candidates promise that if elected, they would advocate for a singlepayer Medicare-for-all proposal. Likely voters are divided on this initiative, with 46% in favor and 49% opposed. A majority of Republican likely voters oppose this policy (76%), whereas a majority of Democrats (70%) support it.
Lowering prescription drug prices is a second-tier priority for health care voters in this congressional election. In terms of policies to address this issue, a majority of registered voters favor three of the four proposals put forth in Trump's national plan to reduce drug prices. The only element likely voters oppose is his proposal to compel other countries to pay more for their prescription drugs. 17 The proposal put forth by many Democratic congressional candidates to have the federal government negotiate prices with pharmaceutical companies to lower prices for Medicare beneficiaries is overwhelmingly supported by registered voters of both parties. 18 In addition, nearly three fourths of registered voters (73%) -Republican (76%) and Democrat (73%) -see opioid addiction as a very serious problem for the country. 19 Two broad public health issues are also important priorities for likely voters: abortion and gun policies. Once again, a deep division can be seen between adherents of the two parties. A majority of overall registered or likely voters believe that abortion should be legal in all or most circumstances and agree with the 1973 decision by the Supreme Court in Roe v. Wade. However, a majority of Republican likely voters disagree, favoring more restrictive abortion policies and opposing Roe v. Wade. 11, 20 Overall, approximately two thirds of voters believe that overturning Roe v. Wade would be a bad thing for the country, while Republicans are divided in their views. 21 In terms of gun policies, previous polls have shown bipartisan support for a number of individual gun-control proposals, such as requiring background checks for gun purchases at gun shows or other private sales. 22 Where party loyalists disagree is on the desired general direction of future federal gun legislation. A majority of registered voters favor stricter gun laws in the future; however, only approximately one in four Republican registered voters (24%) favor this, in contrast to an overwhelming majority of Democrats (84%). 23 These broader views affect voters' potential congressional vote choice. When asked whether they would vote against a candidate who received campaign contributions from the National Rifle Association (NRA), slightly more than half of registered voters overall say they would. Only 19% of Republican registered voters said they would vote against such a candidate, however, as compared with 80% of Democratic registered voters. 22 
Conclusions
The 2018 congressional election is one in which the parties diverge sharply in their views of where the federal government should go in terms of future health policies, as well as in their judgment of Trump's overall performance and health policies. However, this election is more of a referendum on the president and his policies than past midterm congressional elections.
As shown by the data presented above, if either party finds itself in the majority in Congress after this election, there will be marked differences in overall priorities and attitudes about the president's future initiatives in health care. Party differences are starkest as they relate to the future of the ACA, abortion, and gun control. A Congress with Democrats in the majority is likely to hold hearings that investigate the decisions that have been made by the administration in these three areas. It would serve as a legislative check on many initiatives proposed by the Trump administration and Republicans, as well as on senior appointments to government, including the Supreme Court. A Congress controlled by Republicans, on the other hand, is likely to be mostly supportive of the Trump administration in all of these areas.
On the topic of Medicare, there is little support among the adherents of either party for substantial cutbacks in coverage. When it comes to the federal government taking action on lowering drug prices for at least some Americans, there is broad-based support for some combina- coverage or the potential for a Medicare-for-all plan. Agreements are more likely on less contentious health policy topics, such as ways to preserve protections to cover preexisting conditions and some types of proposals to lower prescription drug costs, as well as increased funding for opioid addiction programs and for medical research to find cures for diseases. Because of this likely gridlock, before the ink is dry on media stories about health care in the 2018 election, we will see increasing focus on the importance of health care to the outcome of the 2020 presidential and congressional elections.
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